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To Ted, with love.

 

 

‘In the centre of the gleaming copper tray was a large oval dish filled with fried beans and eggs. On one side hot loaves of flat bread were piled. On the other side were arranged small plates with cheese, pickled lemons and peppers, as well as salt and cayenne and black pepper. The brothers’ bellies were aflame with hunger…’

PALACE WALK, NAGUIB MAHFOUZ
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I came to live in London in my early twenties. I moved into a tiny basement flat, in the north of the city, which had a kitchenette with a cream carpet that was soon covered in stains. Everything had to be stored in one tall cupboard, which made it impossible to get at my saucepans without being attacked by an old upright Hoover. But any shortcomings were made up for by what I found around me.

INTRODUCTION

At the end of my road there was a green-fronted Turkish grocery that, alongside loo rolls and tea bags, sold bottles of flower water, pails of flavoured olives and jars of sesame paste. A short trip to the Edgware Road led to the heart of London’s Arab community where, among the hookah pipes and mint tea drinking, I discovered sacks of pistachios and sour, shrivelled fruits called barberries. There were trays of Turkish delight, flavoured with lemon and orange blossom as well as rose water and, in the autumn, I could come home from the local street market with bags of honeyed quinces.

I bought Claudia Roden’s A New Book of Middle Eastern Food and curled up with it on the sofa when I got home from work in the evenings. I may have been looking out at London rain, orange streetlights and the darkening feet of passers-by above me, but the writing – and recipes – took me to Cairo. In my imagination, I went for afternoon tea with Roden’s aunts in a place of tinkling glasses, tiny spoons and silver dishes of pure colour, where the fragrance of musk, ambergris and jasmine hung in the air. It was like an adult version of the Arabian Nights, except that now the treasure troves of jewels were bursting with ripe figs, sticky dates and glass phials of flower water. I was already a keen cook but now, in my basement flat, a whole world opened up for me and it wasn’t just one of new flavours. With this book, and these ingredients, I could travel while standing still.

As I cooked more, discovered new recipes and tried this and that restaurant, I realized there were particular foods and dishes I thought of as magical. There were ingredients whose properties were so unusual or whose provenance so foreign that they could, like the unicorn, have been invented by writers of myths: leathery pomegranates, their insides bursting with ruby seeds; saffron, the dried stigmas of crocus flowers gathered before dawn in Spanish fields. There were dishes that looked quite ordinary but which had undergone such a transformation in cooking that I couldn’t understand how they worked, such as Middle Eastern orange cake, made with unpeeled oranges, boiled, puréed, mixed with eggs, sugar and flour and baked to a citrusy moistness; or Persian ice cream, with its chewiness and rose-scented flavour, the product of flower water, powdered orchid root and ground mastic, an aromatic tree resin.

Then there were dishes whose poetry came from their evocative names or stories, as well as from their taste. Think of ‘ice in heaven’, a Middle Eastern milk pudding of rose-perfumed ground rice; or ‘pearl diver’s rice’ – honey-sweetened rice from Bahrain to be eaten with lamb – so-called because its high sugar content was thought to help pearl divers stay under the water for longer; or the ‘crazy water’ of this book’s title, an Italian dish of sea bass poached in a salty, garlicky broth, cooked by the fishermen of the Amalfi coast. Other dishes just seemed magical to me by being out of the ordinary, bold in their simplicity or the apparent dissonance of their ingredients, such as Catalan stuffed chicken with honey and quince allioli.
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Senses, as well as tastes, are locked up in food. The clear perfumed stillness of a bottle of flower water, the sexy, velvety skin of a fig, the sunburnt-blood colour of a jar of cayenne. Our love of foods has as much to do with what they represent as with what they taste like.

Nearly all the ingredients and dishes that, for me, have this other-worldly quality are from Spain, Portugal, the southern regions of France and Italy, the Middle East and North Africa. They are Mediterranean – or at least Southern European – dishes, but many of them are stamped with an Arab or Persian influence. This is aromatic, perfumed or sweet-and-sour food, food that is marked with the decorativeness of the culture from which it comes. Many of these dishes evolved when the Arabs took their love of fruits, nuts, spices, perfumes and sheer sensuality to the countries they conquered.

You’ll also find Ottoman influences, recipes from the Berber tradition, distinctive Catalan dishes whose evolution is impossible to divine, as well as some Provençal and Southern Italian recipes. The only prerequisite, in putting this book together, was that every dish had a kind of magic.

The recipes have been garnered from cooks I’ve met, many of them living away from their own homelands; adaptations of recipes from other food writers; dishes I’ve created; recipes given to me by chefs around the world. I hate ‘fusion’ food, but authenticity does not have to mean rigidity, or cooking would never develop, and so I have adapted even traditional dishes. Many of the Middle Eastern dessert recipes are less sweet than the originals, simply because I prefer them with less sugar; other dishes have been adjusted so that they’re quicker to make.

The ingredients I have found so exhilarating are now widely available, but this doesn’t mean they have lost their charm. I love my forays to Middle Eastern shops, and the thrill of picking up foods in foreign markets, but I’m glad that I can get most of them without going too far. The specialness is in the food itself. It excites me to see a jar of pickled lemons wedged in between the ketchup and the cornflakes in my kitchen cupboard, a bottle of pomegranate molasses hiding behind the marmalade, or a scarlet-and-sky blue box covered with Arabic script nudged up against the bold English lettering on a bottle of HP sauce. It is a cupboard full of possibilities. It offers me the chance to experience the otherness of places by cooking and eating, to go on journeys with my tastebuds and my mind. With food, you don’t have buy an airline ticket or don a backpack; the magic of the romantic is there, right beside the everyday, for you to bring into your kitchen.
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Spices embody our love of the romantic. Stored in little packets, glass jars, boxes or tins, every ingredient is rendered special. They are small postcards from the edges of the world, synonymous with the East and the Arabian peninsula even when, as with cumin and coriander, their provenance is actually the Mediterranean. Empires have been built on the back of them, wars waged over them and world-altering explorations undertaken to find them. They have always enchanted.

THE SPICE TRAIL

CARDAMOM, CHILLI, CINNAMON, CUMIN, GINGER, CORIANDER, PIMENTÓN AND SAFFRON

Two of the most alluring spices are saffron and cardamom: cardamom because its taste is so elusive – the dishes it flavours seem like a ghost has walked through them – saffron for those blood-red threads that turn whole platters of food into gold, bleeding yolk-yellow streaks over creamy chicken and milky white yogurt. It seems extraordinary that anyone thought of cooking with the stigmas of a flower, the crocus, but nearly everything about saffron is other-worldly: that the stigmas have to be picked from mauve-ribboned fields on the morning they appear, before sun, rain or wind can damage them; that the blossoms, separated from the red filaments, turn the pickers’ hands blue with their juice; that women with decades of experience dry the stigmas over heat using no gauge other than their nose and eyes. Yet saffron must be used sparingly, as it has an inherent bitterness, a pungency of mushrooms and smoke. It has to perfume food rather than suffuse it; a good job, since it is by far the most expensive spice.

The Persians, with their love of jewelled food, adore saffron and colour handfuls of rice saffron-yellow before scattering them over dishes of white rice grains. In Moroccan and Spanish cooking, saffron haunts tomato sauces and tomato-based fish soups, giving a subtle, smoky spiciness; the most famous Spanish rice dishes, paella and arroz con pollo, seem to have been invented for saffron, and, along with cardamom, it is the best spice for adding to creamy dishes. The slight bitter-sweetness of a saffron sauce is perfect with shellfish, while a cream sauce infused with saffron and cardamom makes a decadent partner for chicken.

Saffron seems at its most extravagant in desserts – you feel like you’re cooking with gold – but here you must be very restrained, or its flavour will jar. Try just a tad in a delicate ice cream, a smidgen in a pistachio-studded rice pudding, a few threads in a pan of honey-poached apricots, or infuse some strands in cream to make a saffron crème brûlée with poached plums or apricots hidden under the crisp sugar crust.

Cardamom needs a light touch too. Cardamom seeds, when released from their pods and ground, smell of roses and liquorice. When I’m cooking with cardamom, I visualize it as a misty vapour wafting through food. (Cleopatra actually did turn cardamom to smoke, burning it in her chambers during Mark Anthony’s visits.) I always want its flavour to be stronger and yet, if it is, the effect is destroyed. An excess of cardamom tastes of the chemist’s shop. Cardamom’s a flavour best yearned for. Add it in whispers.

Cardamom’s perfume easily infuses cream; use it in rice pudding, white or dark chocolate mousse and to make heavenly ice cream. Try it in citrus syrups too: make one with orange juice, honey and cardamom for bathing orange slices, or even just for drizzling on ice cream or milky puddings. Coffee is another good partner, hardly surprising when you think that half of the cardamom produced in the world ends up in Arabic coffee. The spice is usually ground into the drink, but the Bedouin tribes of North Africa place cracked pods in the spout of the coffee pot itself. A few ground pods added to coffee cake or coffee ice cream subtly changes their whole character.

In the same way that saffron’s magic is increased when added to sweet dishes, cinnamon’s allure is enhanced when added to savoury food. Cinnamon, along with allspice, is the spice for those little meatballs of minced lamb – kofta – you find all over the Middle East. Cinnamon really brings out the sweetness of lamb, making kofta the perfect partner for bowls of earthy houmous and tart, thick yogurt. I put a pinch in my otherwise very British shepherd’s pie and make a lovely savoury-sweet Greek-inspired dish of minced lamb with chopped dates and cinnamon encased in filo.

When it comes to puddings, I could live without cinnamon, though I like the Moroccan habit of sprinkling it on flower water-perfumed oranges. Cinnamon’s effect on sweetness is cloying, its image too cute. I’d rather have sassy ginger, the Lucille Ball of the spice world, pepping up my sugar rushes. Plucky, assertive and, when fresh, full of tongue-prickling juice, ginger – with its tight beige skin, veined like slub silk – is beautiful. It comes in many forms: there’s fresh root ginger (not a root at all but a rhizome, or underground stem, of the plant); ground powder; slices pickled in vinegar or tender nuggets in syrup. Preserved, ginger’s a great store cupboard standby for chopping up and mixing into creamy rhubarb, plum or apple fools. Make ginger syrup by simmering slices of fresh ginger in a sugar syrup until the required piquancy is reached. Enhance the syrup’s fragrance with fresh lime, star anise or chopped lemongrass and you have a fragrant sauce for sliced mango or melon, or ice cream. Ginger syrup is a good medium in which to poach apricots, too, or knead a little of the powdered spice into nuggets of marzipan to stuff pears or plums for baking.

In savoury dishes we associate ginger with Chinese, Thai and Indian food. But Moroccans love it too; they always use it in the powdered form, which is hotter and more warming, without the tangy freshness of the root. Ginger goes into rich tajines of meat and fruit where, alongside saffron, cinnamon, cumin and cayenne, it mellows to a warm sweet glow. Moroccans use ginger with fish too, especially shad, which is rubbed with ginger and filled with ginger-and-rice-stuffed dates.

Chillies are a minefield and not just for your tastebuds. They come in so many forms and strengths: fresh, dried, powdered and flaked; from long tapering green fingers, just mild enough to pickle for the mezze table, to the lethal tiny red tongues of fire called bird eyes. There are several hundred varieties, all part of the great capsicum family. Many of them developed in the countries to which they spread – paprika in Hungary and pimentón in Spain, for example. I used to get confused over all those red powders – cayenne, paprika and pimentón – and would use them interchangeably. But it’s simple: they are the ground powders of different varieties of capsicum. Cayenne pepper is usually ground from a single variety and is hot, about seven on a scale of one to ten; paprika, which developed in Hungary after the Turks took chillies there, and the Spanish pimentón, are ground from several chillies and come in both hot and sweet forms. Cayenne and paprika are used throughout the Middle East, though more for their underlying fruitiness than for heat. For burn, Algerians and Tunisians make the biting red chilli paste called harissa, a must for adding to couscous broth.

Pimentón is Spanish paprika and comes in two forms. Pimentón de la Vera is smoked and has a sweet, woody, smoked bacon flavour; it’s great added to mayonnaise to be eaten with seafood, mixed with olive oil and lemon to make a marinade for chicken, or sprinkled on olive oil-roast potato wedges. Regular pimentón is sundried and not that different from Hungarian paprika.

I always keep a jar of chilli flakes handy. Once they’re heated in a little olive oil, they give any dish a shot in the arm. When there’s not much food in the fridge, sauté a few sliced garlic cloves, add a sprinkling of chilli flakes, a bunch of finely chopped parsley, a squeeze of lemon juice and some salt, toss with warm spaghetti and you have a great heat-speckled supper to eat in front of the telly.

Cumin has none of the beauty of chillies, nor the intrigue of ginger, but it’s my favourite spice. A real workhorse, its coarse, ridged seeds smell of earth and life: fresh sweat, sex, dust, maleness. Walk through an Arab market anywhere and cumin, mingled with orange flower water, fresh coriander and mint, is the underlying odour. It seems to come from peoples’ skin, as well as the stalls.

Cumin’s earthiness goes well with the most basic of ingredients: fried potatoes and pulses. Houmous is nothing without it. It can provide a supporting bass note above which more shrill spices sing, but it more often dominates. In Morocco it’s used as a kind of pepper; little dishes of salt and ground cumin are offered with grilled chicken and lamb or hard-boiled eggs. In Egypt you can buy a street snack of eggs with little paper cones of dukka – a mixture of salt, pepper, roughly ground toasted cumin, coriander and sesame seeds and perhaps also hazelnuts – in which to dip them. Try quail’s eggs with dukka. Or mix butter with crushed garlic, cayenne and freshly ground cumin to make a spice paste for the Moroccan lamb dish, mechoui. In Morocco they cook huge sides of spiced lamb on a spit; at home get a big shoulder of lamb, make incisions all over it and rub the spiced butter into the gashes in the meat. Cook long and slow in the oven until meltingly tender and serve with flatbread, lemon wedges and little bowls of salt and cumin. It’s a feast fit for a sultan.

In Europe, only the Spanish and Portuguese use cumin – and sparingly at that – but they do great things with it. Try marinating chicken joints in honey, cumin, garlic and lemon before roasting them for a good sour-sweet bolt of Catalonia, or frying waxy sliced potatoes with a mixture of cumin and smoky pimentón.

Coriander seeds, with their echoes of orange zest and toasted hazelnuts, complement cumin. I love the sound of freshly toasted coriander and cumin seeds – and they should be toasted and freshly ground as their oils are volatile – cracking and splintering as you pound them. Throw a last-minute dose of them, with a handful of fresh coriander, into a simmering pot of lentils, for both depth and freshness.

The only rules with spices are to buy them in small quantities, so you don’t harbour tasteless jars of old powder, and to grind freshly the ones which most benefit from it, such as cardamom, coriander and cumin. After that, each bit of sorcery you perform with them will help you to get to know them better.



My adaptation of a Moroccan dish; there the result is usually much sweeter and can be more elaborate. In a wonderful Moroccan restaurant called La Mansouria, in Paris, I’ve eaten a version of this dish which even contained pounded rose petals (though, to be honest, you couldn’t tell). Moroccans also serve the sauce on its own as part of their mezze.

Recipes should be guides rather than instructions set in stone, but in this case do what the recipe says: reduce the sauce until it is really jammy.

MOROCCAN CHICKEN WITH TOMATOES AND SAFFRON-HONEY JAM

serves 4

1.7kg (3lb 11oz) whole chicken, jointed into 8 pieces

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 large onion, roughly chopped

3 garlic cloves, crushed

2½ teaspoons ground cinnamon

1½ teaspoons ground ginger

800g (1¾lb) tomatoes, roughly chopped

275ml (9½fl oz) chicken stock, or water

½ teaspoon saffron threads

3–5 tablespoons runny honey

1 teaspoon orange flower water

25g (1oz) flaked almonds, toasted

small bunch of coriander, roughly chopped

sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper

Season the chicken pieces and quickly brown them all over in the olive oil. Set the chicken aside and cook the onion in the same pan until soft and just colouring. Add the garlic, cinnamon and ginger and cook, stirring, for about 1 minute. Tip in the tomatoes, mix everything together well, reduce the heat and cook for another 5 minutes or so, stirring from time to time.

Boil the stock or water and dissolve the saffron in it. Pour this over the vegetables and bring the whole thing to the boil. Set the chicken pieces on top, together with any juices that have come out of them, and spoon the liquid over them. Reduce the heat to a gentle simmer, cover and cook until the chicken is tender; it should take about 30 minutes, but check after 25.

Remove the chicken pieces, set them aside, cover and keep warm. Now bring the juices to the boil and simmer until well reduced to a kind of ‘cream’: it shouldn’t be at all sloppy. Add honey to taste and continue to cook until well-reduced and jam-like. Check the seasoning and add the orange flower water. Return the chicken and warm it through in the sauce.

Serve scattered with the toasted almonds and chopped coriander, with couscous or flatbreads on the side.

‘Yours are the rarest of spices; nard and saffron, calamus and cinnamon, and all the trees that bear incense; myrrh and aloes, and all the subtlest of aromas.’

THE SONG OF SONGS



[image: A plate of Moroccan chicken with tomatoes and saffron-honey jam made of glazed chicken pieces and small chunks of tomatoes coated in a rich sauce and garnished with toasted almonds and chopped coriander.]


A brilliant Andalusian breakfast dish, or indeed any-time-of-the-day dish, that really zaps the tastebuds. Its flavour reminds me of those Mexican breakfast dishes – hashes of peppers, sausage, hot spice and eggs wrapped in a floury tortilla – but here the starch comes in the form of fried bread cubes or migas. The word croûton just doesn’t begin to describe migas. Cooked slowly so that they colour on the outside while remaining fluffy on the inside, they are the core joy of this dish. Don’t reach for any of that cotton-wool-and-cardboard-tasting type of bread; you need the well-flavoured, coarse country kind for migas.

SPANISH SAUSAGES AND MIGAS

serves 2 greedy people

3 tablespoons water

3 tablespoons milk

375g (13oz) stale white bread, crusts removed, torn into irregular chunks

8 tablespoons olive oil

175g (6oz) chorizo, cut into thick rounds

90g (3¼oz) pancetta, cut into meaty chunks

1 teaspoon sweet smoked paprika (pimentón de la Vera)

¼ teaspoon ground cumin

1 onion, finely chopped

1 red and 1 green pepper, deseeded and chopped

2 garlic cloves, finely chopped

4 eggs

24 seedless white grapes, skinned, to serve (optional)

sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper

Mix the measured water and milk together and add a little salt. Soak the bread in this mixture for about 20 minutes.

Heat 1 tablespoon of the olive oil in a pan and cook the chorizo and pancetta until well coloured. Lift out with a slotted spoon and set aside. Put another 2 tablespoons of oil into the pan, heat, then add the bread with the pimentón, cumin and freshly ground pepper. Cook very gently over a low heat for about 25 minutes; it’s important to do this really slowly so that the insides stay soft and fluffy while the outsides become golden.

Meanwhile, heat another 1 tablespoon of oil in another frying pan and sauté the onion and peppers until soft and just beginning to brown. It will take about 15 minutes. Add the garlic and the cooked pancetta and chorizo and cook for a further couple of minutes, until everything is hot.

Add the onion mixture to the migas and stir everything around. Quickly fry the eggs in the remaining olive oil and dish these up on top of the migas mixture. The Spanish also like to serve it surrounded by peeled grapes (it may sound unusual, but it works): you do what you like.

‘Concerning the spices of Arabia let no more be said. The whole country is scented with them, and exhales an odour marvellously sweet.’

HERODOTUS



A warm autumnal rice dish flecked with dark brown onions, kushary is an Egyptian staple whose name means ‘messy mix’. You find hole-in-the-wall takeaways and travelling carts all over Cairo selling it by the bowlful. It provides a bolt of energy and protein and is considered to be a no-frills fuel food. Served with chopped cucumber and seasoned yogurt, I think kushary’s a great vegetarian soother, but it’s also a good side dish. As well as tomato sauce, kushary is often served with raw onions that have been left to marinate in wine vinegar. Leave out the macaroni and the tomato sauce and you have megadarra, another Egyptian pilaf.

KUSHARY

serves 4–6

110g (4oz) long-grain rice

140g (5oz) brown lentils

8 tablespoons olive oil

3 onions, 1 roughly chopped, 2 halved and sliced into half moons

75g (2¾oz) small macaroni

1 teaspoon ground cumin

400ml (14fl oz) chicken stock, or vegetable stock, or water

sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper

for the sauce

400g (14oz) can of tomatoes in thick juice

½ onion, finely chopped

1 celery stick, finely chopped

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 teaspoon harissa (see for homemade)

2 teaspoons light muscovado sugar

Rinse the rice until the water runs clear, then soak it in water for 2 hours. Wash the lentils and soak them in water for 30 minutes. Drain the lentils, tip them into a saucepan, cover with fresh water and cook gently for 15 minutes, or until tender.

Make the spicy tomato sauce by putting all the ingredients in a saucepan, stirring and bringing to the boil. Reduce the heat to low and let the sauce simmer for 25 minutes, stirring from time to time. You can purée it in a food processor to get a smoother texture once it’s cool, or leave it as it is.

Heat 2 tablespoons of the olive oil in a pan and sauté the roughly chopped onion until browned, but not burnt.

Boil the pasta until al dente, then drain and sauté in 1 tablespoon of olive oil until the edges start to become coloured. Set aside.

Drain the lentils and rice and heat 2 tablespoons more olive oil in a heavy-based saucepan. Stir the lentils and rice around in this and add the cumin and cooked onion. Cook for about 1 minute, then add the stock or water, salt and pepper. Bring to the boil, then reduce the heat to a simmer. Let the mixture cook, uncovered, for about 20 minutes, by which time the liquid will have been absorbed. Then stir in the pasta, cover and leave over a low heat for 5 minutes so that the bottom becomes browned.

Heat the rest of the oil until it is very hot and brown the remaining half moon onions. Mix them into the rice mixture, breaking up the little crispy bits from the bottom of the pan, check the seasoning and serve with the spicy tomato sauce.



Iranians have turned the cooking of rice into an art form and this gold-splattered orange and saffron-sweet recipe is at the pinnacle of their achievements. It takes some effort, but you get to weave a bit of magic, transforming humble ingredients into a dish of sparkling other-worldliness.

JEWELLED PERSIAN RICE

serves 4

300g (10½oz) basmati rice

2 oranges

2 carrots

30g (1oz) blanched almonds, cut into slivers

1½ teaspoons dried rose petals

½ teaspoon ground cinnamon

seeds of 10 cardamom pods, crushed

1 tablespoon vegetable oil

40g (1½oz) unsalted butter, plus 40g (1½oz) to serve (optional)

1 tablespoon granulated sugar ½ teaspoon saffron threads, soaked in 2 tablespoons hot water for 30 minutes

30g (1oz) pistachios, very roughly chopped

30g (1oz) raisins, soaked in hot water for 20 minutes, then drained

30g (1oz) dried barberries

sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper

for the tahdig

4 tablespoons vegetable oil

30g (1oz) unsalted butter

Wash the rice, cover with lightly salted water and soak for 3 hours. Remove the zest from the oranges with a vegetable peeler, leaving the pith behind. Cut it into julienne strips. Cover with cold water, bring to the boil and cook for 2 minutes, then drain and rinse.

Cut the carrots into narrow strips, about 8cm (3¼ inches) long. Toast the almonds in a dry pan. Mix the rose petals, cinnamon and cardamom in a small bowl.

Heat the oil and butter in a frying pan and sauté the carrots for about 4 minutes until they are softening. Add the sugar and the orange zest and cook for 1 further minute. Pour on the saffron and its liquid and add the almonds, pistachios and dried fruits. Remove from the heat and set aside.

Bring a large pan of salted water to the boil, drain and rinse the rice and pour it into the boiling water. Return to the boil and cook fairly vigorously for no more than 3 minutes, then test it: the grains should be beginning to soften on the outside but remain firm in the centre. Keep testing until it gets to the right stage. Drain the rice and rinse in tepid water.

Now you need to create the tahdig, the all-important crust that forms at the bottom of the rice. Heat the fats in a large pan and, when sizzling, spoon on a layer of rice. Separate one-quarter of the carrot and saffron mix and set aside. Layer up the remainder with the rice, sprinkling the rice on gently and seasoning with the spice mix, salt and pepper as you go.

Make 3 holes in the rice with a spoon handle, wrap the saucepan lid in a tea towel, then cover the pan. Leave over a high heat for 4 minutes to get the steam going, then cook over a low heat for 15 minutes. Quickly lift the lid and test the rice is cooked, but don’t stir it.

Once the rice has cooked, put the saucepan on a cold surface; this makes it easier to remove the crust. Spoon the rice on to a hot platter and scatter with the reserved saffron-carrot mix. The crusty bit is traditionally served separately, but I break it up and mix it in with everything else. If you want a sheen, melt the last 40g (1½oz) of butter and pour it over the rice.
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Even the appearance of b’stilla, or pastilla, with its diamond pattern of icing sugar and cinnamon echoing Moroccan lattice work, suggests hidden secrets; a flavour of the unexpected. It’s a sumptuous dish, a layering of poultry – traditionally pigeon – coriander-infused eggs, almonds, cinnamon, sugar and pastry. In Morocco it’s properly made with onion skin-thin warka pastry, but filo is a fine substitute. There are different versions: some include preserved lemons or orange flower water, others no sugar at all, but try this more common sweet version first.

B’STILLA

serves 8 as a starter, or 4–6 as a lunch with salad

425ml (15fl oz) chicken stock

2 onions, or 1 very large onion, very finely chopped

½ teaspoon ground ginger

½ cinnamon stick

½ teaspoon saffron threads, steeped in 2 tablespoons hot water for 30 minutes leaves from a small bunch of parsley, roughly chopped

1 guinea fowl

70g (2½oz) sliced almonds, toasted

1½ tablespoons icing sugar, plus more to dust

½ teaspoon ground cinnamon, plus more to dust

55g (2oz) unsalted butter

8 sheets of filo pastry

5 eggs, lightly beaten

bunch of coriander, roughly chopped

3 tablespoons lemon juice

sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper

Bring the chicken stock to the boil and add the onion(s), ginger, cinnamon, saffron and its liquid, half the parsley and some salt and pepper. Add the guinea fowl, reduce the heat, cover and simmer for 45 minutes.

Take the guinea fowl out of the stock and, when it’s cool enough to handle, take the flesh off the bones, leaving the skin behind. Boil the stock left in the pan until it’s reduced to 200ml (7fl oz). Remove the cinnamon.

In a small bowl, mix the almonds, icing sugar and ground cinnamon.

Preheat the oven to 180°C fan (375°F), Gas 5, and put a metal baking sheet into it.

Melt the butter and line a 22cm (8½ inch) springform tin with filo pastry. Put in 1 sheet at a time, turning the tin so that the filo hangs over the sides all the way round. Use 5 sheets for the bottom, brushing with the melted butter between each sheet.

Gently heat the stock, add the eggs and cook until the eggs have scrambled slightly but are not firm and dry. Stir in the coriander, the rest of the parsley and the lemon juice.

Put the guinea fowl on top of the filo in the tin and pour on the egg mixture, followed by the almond mixture. Put the remaining 3 sheets of filo on top and, brushing with butter, seal the pie by pulling the overhanging sides over the top. Brush the surface with butter, slide the pie on to the hot baking sheet and bake for 30 minutes.

Remove the springform sides and gently transfer the pie to the baking sheet, brush the top with more melted butter and return it to the oven to cook for a further 15–20 minutes. Sift icing sugar over the top and make a lattice pattern with sprinkled lines of ground cinnamon.



A fiery red chilli paste from North Africa, usually served with couscous, which can just about take the roof off your mouth. Use it in marinades, or slightly diluted with a little water and olive oil, as a hot accompaniment for spicy braises.

HARISSA

makes 125g (4½oz)

2 teaspoons caraway seeds

2 teaspoons coriander seeds

2 teaspoons cumin seeds

55g (2oz) fresh red chillies, deseeded

55g (2oz) dried guajillo chillies, soaked in warm water for 30 minutes, drained and deseeded (reserve the soaking liquid)

6 garlic cloves

small bunch of coriander

good squeeze of lemon juice

5 tablespoons olive oil

½ teaspoon sea salt flakes

Toast the caraway, coriander and cumin seeds together in a dry pan. Heat them for 3–4 minutes until they start to really release their fragrance. Pound the toasted spices in a mortar and pestle.

Put the spices together with all the other ingredients (but not yet the chilli soaking liquid) in a food processor and purée. You want to end up with a thick but not solid paste, so add a little of the chilli soaking liquid to get the right consistency.

‘The winner of the race would receive a prize made by the last one to cross the finish line: an enormous pastilla, the most delicious of all of Allah’s varied foods. At once a pastry and a meal, pastilla is sweet and salty, made of pigeon meat with nuts, sugar and cinnamon. Oh! Pastilla crunches when you munch on it, and you have to eat it with delicate gestures, no rushing please, or else you will get sugar and cinnamon all over your face.’

DREAMS OF TRESPASS, TALES OF A HAREM GIRLHOOD, FATIMA MERNISSI
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A Middle Eastern spin on meat and potatoes. You can use shop-bought harissa, though it doesn’t have the vibrancy of the homemade stuff.

HARISSA-MARINATED LAMB WITH SPICED MASH AND CINNAMON ONIONS

serves 4

8 chunky lamb chops, or 4 lamb steaks

for the marinade

8 tablespoons olive oil

2½ tablespoons harissa (see for homemade)

3 garlic cloves, crushed

juice of ½ lemon

good handful of mint leaves

for the mash

450g (1lb) potatoes

650g (1lb 7oz) parsnips

5 tablespoons whipping cream

100g (3½oz) unsalted butter

½ teaspoon ground cinnamon

¾ teaspoon cayenne pepper

50ml (2fl oz) full-fat milk

sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper

for the onions

2 onions, very finely sliced

15g (½oz) unsalted butter

1½ teaspoons olive oil

½ teaspoon ground cinnamon

½ teaspoon harissa (see for homemade)

good squeeze of lemon juice

small bunch of coriander, roughly chopped

Mix the ingredients for the marinade together, tearing in the mint leaves, and put the lamb into it, turning it over to make sure it gets well coated. Cover, put in the refrigerator and leave to marinate for anything from 1½ hours to overnight, turning every so often.

For the mash, boil the chopped-up potatoes and parsnips separately until they are soft. Drain the potatoes and keep them in the saucepan they were cooked in. Put a clean scrunched-up tea towel on top of them and cover. Let these sit for a few minutes over a very low heat; this just helps to dry the potatoes out a bit and will give you a better mash. Drain the parsnips and purée them with the cream in a food processor. Mash the potatoes and put them through a mouli-légumes or potato ricer if you have the time and the inclination; it is worth it, but we’ve got to be realistic.

Melt the butter in a saucepan and briefly cook the spices. Add the potato and parsnip and beat everything together. Warm the milk and add that too, stirring as you do so. Season. Let the mash sit with the lid on if you don’t want to serve it immediately; you can reheat it gently if you
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LADIES’ NAVELS WITH CARDAMOM AND ROSE SYRUP AND BERRIES
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